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Schools are under increasing pressure to reclassify their English learner (EL)
students to ‘‘fluent English proficient’’ status as quickly as possible. This arti-
cle examines timing to reclassification among Latino ELs in four distinct lin-
guistic instructional environments: English immersion, transitional bilin-
gual, maintenance bilingual, and dual immersion. Using hazard analysis
and 12 years of data from a large school district, the study investigates
whether reclassification timing, patterns, or barriers differ by linguistic pro-
gram. We find that Latino EL students enrolled in two-language programs
are reclassified at a slower pace in elementary school but have higher overall
reclassification, English proficiency, and academic threshold passage by the
end of high school. We discuss the implications of these findings for account-
ability policies and educational opportunities in EL programs.
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For many students learning English, one of the most important milestones
in their educational lives is when they are reclassified from the status of

an ‘‘English learner’’ to that of ‘‘fluent English proficient.’’ This change in offi-
cial status marks a student as proficient in English and able to enter the edu-
cational mainstream. Although merely an administrative checking of a box,
reclassification carries with it profound implications for students. English
learner status is designed to support students learning English with specially
prepared teachers, content instruction taught with modifications to increase
English learner accessibility, English language development classes, and reg-
ular monitoring and English language proficiency assessments. Once reclas-
sified, students lose access to these specialized services but gain access to
mainstream classes including the full breadth of courses, teachers, and peers.

Many accountability mechanisms, educational services, and policies are
organized to promote and incentivize rapid and universal English learner
reclassification. Federal Title III reporting requires that schools and districts
report the proportion of their English learners (ELs) who attain district
benchmarks for English proficiency each year (Ramsey & O’Day, 2010).
Some state laws also promote rapid reclassification, as exemplified by
a 2006 Arizona law that requires that English learners receive four hours
of daily English language development in order to promote reclassification
after one year (Gándara & Orfield, 2010).

A growing body of literature suggests that the road to reclassification is
a long one, taking many students 4 to 10 years or more (Conger, 2009;
Grissom, 2004; Hakuta, Butler, & Witt, 2000; Parrish et al., 2006; Salazar,
2007; Thompson, 2012). These studies also show that reclassification rates
are slower among Spanish-speaking students, poor students, and students
with lower English proficiency levels (August & Shanahan, 2006; Conger,
2009; Grissom, 2004; Thompson, 2012). Aside from this, we know relatively
little about what factors are related to faster or slower reclassification and
higher or lower reclassification. In particular, we know almost nothing about
how reclassification rates relate to instructional practices and other factors
that are under the control of schools and districts. This is important given
that schools have the potential to alter reclassification patterns through pro-
grammatic changes yet next to no influence over the poverty, ethnicity, or
other background factors of incoming students. This article addresses that
gap in the literature by examining how reclassification patterns differ
between different instructional models—specifically different models of
bilingual versus monolingual instruction.

Prior research suggests that students in bilingual classrooms do slightly
to moderately better than equivalent students in monolingual English class-
rooms on English literacy outcomes (August & Shanahan, 2006; Cheung &
Slavin, 2012). Several studies suggest that this bilingual advantage, however,
may manifest in the medium term; in the short term, English immersion
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students may outperform students in bilingual classrooms on English literacy
outcomes (Genesee, 2006).

While linguistic instructional program is a factor that is under the direct
control of school districts, it is not immediately clear what kind of linguistic
environment should result in higher reclassification rates. English immersion
classrooms may have higher reclassification rates due to their concentrated
focus on English acquisition. Two-language environments (including both
bilingual and dual immersion programs)1 may result in higher reclassification
rates due to students’ more facile access to content that is provided in their
home language or because these students are able to acquire English more
effectively due to linguistic transfer from the home language (Cummins, 1991).

We examine Latino English learners in one large urban school district.
We focus on Latino English learners because they constitute 90% of
English learners nationally and are a diverse and growing segment of public
schools (Hugo Lopez, Gonzalez-Barrera, & Cuddington, 2013; Ramsey &
O’Day, 2010). Furthermore, Latino ELs face large and enduring achievement
and attainment gaps as compared with other students (Gándara & Contreras,
2009; Kao & Thompson, 2003; D. Lee, Perreira, & Harris, 2006; Reardon &
Galindo, 2009).

Using discrete-time survival analysis and following nine cohorts of stu-
dents for up to 12 years (2000–2012) we ask how reclassification patterns dif-
fer in English immersion, transitional bilingual, maintenance bilingual, and
dual immersion instructional settings. We also examine barriers to reclassifi-
cation, examining how students in the four programs progress toward lin-
guistic and academic requirements for reclassification. Implications of the
findings for policy and practice are discussed.

Prior Literature

Timing and Prevalence of Reclassification and Attainment of English

Proficiency

Reclassification marks a student’s official change in status from an
English learner to a fluent English proficient student. In order to be reclassi-
fied, a student must clear one or more established thresholds. One of the
complications in understanding reclassification timing and prevalence is
that districts and states set their own reclassification criteria. In all states, dis-
tricts use an English proficiency assessment as a criterion for reclassification,
but many states and districts use additional criteria as well, including stan-
dardized academic test scores in math or English language arts, grades,
and/or teacher and parent approval (Abedi, 2008; Linquanti, 2001; Ragan
& Lesaux, 2006). In addition, states use different English proficiency and aca-
demic assessments and districts within a state may set different thresholds on
those assessments.
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Despite these complications, there is a small but growing literature on
the timing and prevalence of reclassification among English learners. Due
to the paucity of available longitudinal data, many of the studies of reclassi-
fication use cross-sectional data. When longitudinal, most studies rely on rel-
atively few years of data, limiting their ability to discern longer term reclas-
sification patterns, especially cumulative reclassification rates. Limitations
aside, these studies have established general notions of the rates and timing
of reclassification and English proficiency. Studies of timing to reclassifica-
tion typically find that roughly half of ELs who enter school in kindergarten
are reclassified by the end of elementary school, with another 25% to 30%
reclassified by the end of middle school (Grissom, 2004; Salazar, 2007;
Thompson, 2012; Warren, 2004).

By federal law, all districts must assess English learner proficiency in
four domains of the English language: reading, writing, speaking, and listen-
ing. While there are no agreed upon definitions of English proficiency or
how to measure these domains (Abedi, 2004; Linquanti, 2001), research sug-
gests that oral (speaking and listening) English proficiency typically devel-
ops more quickly than English literacy (reading and writing) or academic
English (the English skills necessary to be successful in an all-English aca-
demic environment) (Conger, 2009; Hakuta et al., 2000; Thompson, 2012).
Estimates vary, but oral proficiency may develop after 2 to 5 years while aca-
demic proficiency may take 4 to 10 years or longer (Collier & Thomas, 1989;
Hakuta et al., 2000).

Student and school background characteristics predict some of the var-
iation in students’ timing to reclassification (Conger, 2009; Grissom, 2004;
Hakuta et al., 2000; Jepsen & De Alth, 2005). A considerable amount of var-
iation remains unexplained, however, and is probably due to unobservable
or unobserved unique individual, school, or district characteristics (August &
Shanahan, 2006; Bialystok, 2001).

Latino EL students typically are reclassified at a slower pace than stu-
dents of other ethnic and linguistic backgrounds (Conger, 2009; Grissom,
2004; Jepsen & De Alth, 2005; Warren, 2004). For example, Grissom (2004)
finds that the proportion of Spanish-speaking students reclassified by fourth
grade in California is roughly two-thirds that of non–Spanish-speaking stu-
dents. Much of this disadvantage may be due to greater poverty and social
disadvantage faced by Latino immigrant families (Grissom, 2004).

Language of Instruction and Timing and Prevalence of Reclassification

U.S. public schools typically offer one or more of four main instructional
models for English learners: English immersion, transitional bilingual instruc-
tion (typically K–2 or K–3), maintenance bilingual instruction (typically K–5
or longer), and dual immersion. In English immersion classrooms EL stu-
dents are instructed solely in English with the goal of promoting English
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proficiency and providing academic content that is accessible to ELs.
Transitional and maintenance bilingual classrooms are designed specifically
for English learners and provide instruction in English and in a target home
language. Transitional bilingual programs focus on using the home language
to support English acquisition and access to curricular content while main-
tenance bilingual programs prioritize full bilingualism in English and the
home language. Dual immersion classrooms, like bilingual classrooms, offer
instruction in English and a target language but student composition
includes both English learners and English-only speakers (EOs) with the
goal that both groups develop proficiency in both languages. Within each
of these four broad models there is extensive heterogeneity including pro-
gram goals, class composition, instructional techniques, program structure,
fidelity to program design, and program quality (August & Shanahan, 2006).

Many studies and meta-analyses, albeit of varying quality, have investi-
gated the relative effects of two-language versus English immersion programs.
Taken together, these studies find that there is a significant small to moderate
benefit of two-language instruction for English learners on English literacy
outcomes (August & Shanahan, 2006; Cheung & Slavin, 2012; Genesee,
2006; Greene, 1997; Slavin, Madden, Calderón, Chamberlain, & Hennessy,
2011; Thomas & Collier, 2002; Willig, 1985).

Several studies examine the question of whether this effect varies based
on length of exposure to two-language instruction (Gersten & Woodward,
1995; Saldate, Mishra, & Medina, 1985; Slavin et al., 2011). Typically, these
studies suggest that the two-language advantage emerges only after several
years of two-language instruction (Genesee, 2006). This finding makes intu-
itive sense given that many bilingual programs are conducted almost exclu-
sively in the target language in the early years, with the intent of providing
a foundation in home language literacy before teaching English literacy.

The dominant theories explaining the benefit of instruction in primary/
home language literacy on English literacy outcomes are transfer theory and
underlying proficiency theory. Closely related, these two theories suggest
that when an individual acquires literacy skills in one language he or she
applies those skills to a second language. Furthermore, students learn new
literacy concepts more easily and successfully in their primary language
than in a new language, and armed with the knowledge in their primary lan-
guage (or in an underlying linguistic knowledge that transcends any one
particular language), they readily transfer what they learn into their new lan-
guage, English (Cummins, 1991; Goldenberg & Coleman, 2010).

Two studies have compared reclassification between English immersion
students and bilingual students. Both find that students in bilingual class-
rooms are less likely to be reclassified by the end of seventh grade than
are students in English immersion programs (Conger, 2010; Thompson,
2012). Thompson (2012), however, finds that this difference disappears by
the end of eighth grade, at which time slightly (and insignificantly) more
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students from bilingual classrooms have been reclassified than have students
from English immersion classrooms. Because neither study had access to stu-
dents’ reclassification patterns beyond eighth grade, it is not clear whether
the higher rates of reclassification in English immersion programs persist
or are reversed as students progress through high school.

In addition, both studies compare English immersion to bilingual
instruction without differentiating between two-language programs. The
studies are conducted in two districts, both of which offer transitional bilin-
gual as the predominant two-language program. The results of their studies
may reflect patterns unique to transitional bilingual instruction. Finally, dif-
ferential student sorting into program makes it difficult to disentangle the
effect of bilingual instruction on reclassification. Conger (2010) investigates
this in her study and concludes that her findings are unlikely to capture the
unbiased impact of bilingual instruction on reclassification.

In summary, there is evidence that reclassification may be higher initially
in English immersion, compared with two-language programs. Nonetheless,
several important questions remain. First, it is unclear whether this pattern
changes in middle or high school. Second, it is unclear how different types
of two-language programs affect reclassification timing. Finally, the existing
studies may not adequately control for differences in the characteristics of
students who enroll in different EL instructional programs.

Barriers to Reclassification

The most common requirements for reclassification, as detailed previ-
ously, are meeting thresholds for English proficiency and academic achieve-
ment (Wolf et al., 2008). The English proficiency requirement for a status of
‘‘fluent English proficient’’ is the most basic and universal criterion for reclas-
sification and is typically assessed by measuring students’ English reading,
writing, speaking, and listening skills.

The academic requirement is included to ensure that students are aca-
demically prepared to succeed in mainstream classes without English lan-
guage support (Linquanti, 2001). Policymakers and scholars have debated
the appropriateness of an academic criterion for reclassification since it intro-
duces a requirement for entry that native English speakers are not held to
and because academic performance may, in part, be the result of educational
opportunities or lack thereof experienced as an EL (Linquanti, 2001;
Linquanti & Cook, 2013).

Recent research suggests that students at the elementary level are most
frequently held back from reclassification by English proficiency, rather than
academic criteria, while the reverse is true at the secondary level (Robinson,
2011; Thompson, 2012). Among the English proficiency domains, students
are most commonly held back by the English reading subtest, though it is
worth noting that this last finding may be an artifact of the California
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English proficiency test, given that all the studies examining this issue are
from California (Hill, Betts, Chavez, Zau, & Volz Bachofer, 2014; Parrish et
al., 2006; Robinson, 2011).

Conceptual Framework

The review of the literature suggests several competing hypotheses
regarding how reclassification patterns may differ in different linguistic
instructional settings. A first hypothesis is that reclassification rates will be
higher in English immersion programs because of this program’s focused
attention on English acquisition. Furthermore, students are exposed to aca-
demic instruction in English, which in theory maps closely onto academic
assessments since those assessments are also given in English. Finally, if
native English speakers comprise part of the composition of English immer-
sion classrooms—as is the case in the district examined here—EL students in
English immersion should have ample access to English-speaking peers and
the opportunities this affords for meaningful, contextualized interactions in
English.

A competing hypothesis is that instructional features of two-language
instruction may lead to more successful reclassification patterns. As reviewed
previously, experimental and quasi-experimental research suggests that
there is a benefit of two-language instruction on English literacy outcomes.
Applying this to reclassification we might expect that students in two-
language classrooms will have higher reclassification rates compared to stu-
dents in monolingual instructional environments due to a transfer of literacy
skills from Spanish to English. Given existing research that shows that the
two-language English literacy advantage may only emerge after several years
of two-language instruction, it may be that reclassification rates are initially
lower in two-language classrooms but higher by the time students reach
middle or high school.

Two other mechanisms may lead to higher reclassification rates in two-
language versus monolingual English environments. First, students in two-
language classrooms may have more access to academic content because
much of that content is offered in a language that they know. This may
lead to better academic outcomes and higher pass rates of the academic cri-
terion for reclassification. Second, two-language classrooms may be more
likely to create a social and academic environment that is beneficial for
ELs. For instance, they may be more likely than monolingual English class-
rooms to value cultural and linguistic diversity, and teachers and peers
may have higher and more favorable expectations of ELs in a two-language
environment (Gándara & Orfield, 2010; Harklau, 1994).

There may also be important differences in reclassification patterns
between different types of two-language instruction. Maintenance bilingual
and dual immersion programs are typically longer term programs than
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transitional bilingual. Reclassification rates may be higher in the longer term
programs due to greater home language literacy and therefore greater trans-
fer into English. On the other hand there may be little incentive to reclassify
students in the longer term programs, which would result in higher reclassi-
fication in the transitional bilingual program. Finally, the inclusion of native
English-speaking students in the dual immersion program might speed
reclassification for ELs due to increased access to contextualized English,
or it may slow reclassification if English speaker inclusion shifts the social
dynamic toward greater discrimination against English learners.

School District Background Information

The school district examined in this study is a large, diverse, urban
school district in California with an enrollment of over 50,000 students. In
the 2011–2012 school year 50% of the student population was EL or reclas-
sified as fluent English proficient (RFEP). Unlike many districts whose EL
population is predominantly from one language background, this district
has a very diverse EL population. Latinos make up a quarter of the student
population and just under half of the EL population.

This school district offers a unique opportunity to examine reclassifica-
tion outcomes by EL instructional program because unlike many districts, it
has had in place robust versions of the four main instructional programs for
Latino ELs for at least the past 15 years. These four programs include (1) a tra-
ditional English immersion program, (2) a Spanish transitional bilingual pro-
gram, (3) a Spanish maintenance bilingual program, and (4) a Spanish dual
immersion program.

Parents of students who speak a language other than English at home
can list their preferred programs on the district’s enrollment form. The dis-
trict then uses an algorithm to assign students to programs based on these
preferences. In oversubscribed programs, the district relies in part on a ran-
domized lottery system. Program enrollment can be thought of as partially
random and partially based on family preferences, neighborhood of resi-
dence, and other factors.

Due to a unique set of historical, legal, and social factors, this school dis-
trict has a strong commitment to providing equitable and high-quality services
and opportunities for ELs in all instructional programs. It has actively sought to
provide multiple linguistic instructional programs and to give parents choice
regarding program enrollment for their children. Over time, the district has
increasingly attended to fidelity of program design. The district’s EL services
are influenced as well by active parent and community organizations, which
advocate for strong and effective services for ELs and opportunities for ELs to
receive culturally inclusive instruction in their home languages. Nonetheless,
ELs, and Latino ELs in particular, perform far below their English-speaking
peers, a pattern seen across the United States.
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While the district is relatively unique in having four linguistic instructional
programs in place, the program models are quite typical of English immersion,
transitional bilingual, maintenance bilingual, and dual immersion programs
across the country. The English immersion program in this district is designed
to teach EL students English as well as provide academic instruction that is
accessible to English learners. English immersion classrooms are typically gen-
eral education classrooms in which ELs share their classroom with main-
stream, non-EL students, and instruction is solely in English. Teachers in
English immersion need to hold special certification to work with ELs and
are expected to use teaching strategies that increase content accessibility to
non–English proficient students. English immersion is the largest and most
widely available EL program being offered at all school sites.

The goal of the Spanish transitional bilingual program is to develop
English proficiency with the use of primary language support and full access
to core content through primary language instruction. Only students with
Spanish as their home language can enroll in the Spanish transitional bilin-
gual program. Instruction is predominantly given in Spanish in kindergarten
(80%–90%) with increasing proportions of English in each subsequent grade.
The program ends after the third grade at which point students transfer to an
all-English environment.

The objective of the Spanish maintenance bilingual program is for stu-
dents to develop fluency in both Spanish and English. All students in the
maintenance program are Spanish-speaking language minority students,
and instruction is 80% to 90% Spanish in kindergarten, transitioning to
50% to 65% English by the fifth grade. Unlike the transitional bilingual pro-
gram, the maintenance bilingual program continues throughout elementary
school. Some middle and high schools have bilingual programs in which stu-
dents can continue to take core content area classes in Spanish.

The Spanish dual immersion program is designed to serve both EL stu-
dents and English-speaking students together in the same classroom. The
goal of the program is for both groups of students to become bilingual in
Spanish and English. As in the maintenance program, elementary school
instruction shifts from predominantly in Spanish in kindergarten to half
Spanish and half English by the end of elementary. Also similar to mainte-
nance bilingual, some dual immersion students continue with Spanish
core content classes in middle and high school.

Teachers in all three of the two-language programs are required to hold
certification to teach in two languages, and classrooms use textbooks and
other educational materials in Spanish for the subject areas that are taught
in Spanish. The district determines which content area classes are taught
in which language in every grade.

We did not observe classrooms in this study to assess the fidelity with
which the different instructional programs were implemented. However,
we did conduct 22 in-depth interviews with teachers and administrators
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regarding the district’s four linguistic instructional programs. Some of the EL
teachers and district administrators suggested that the programs have not
always been implemented with perfect fidelity, both because of practical
constraints and resource constraints. Some of these constraints may have
led to weaknesses in ELD provision, access to learning materials, and avail-
ability of effective teachers. We have no means of assessing the accuracy of
these descriptions of classroom implementation. The constraints that some
teachers and administrators described to us are, unfortunately, typical of
large urban school districts. In this study, we cannot determine how they
affected EL students or whether they are responsible for any of the differen-
ces we observed in the outcomes of students in different EL pathways.

The district is representative of other school districts across the country
in its reclassification criteria (Wolf et al., 2008). Beginning in the second
grade, students are assessed annually for reclassification. In order to be
reclassified, a student must have: (a) an overall California English
Language Development Test (CELDT) score of 4 (early advanced) or 5
(advanced) and no subscore (reading, writing, speaking, or listening) below
3 (intermediate) and (b) a California Standards Test in English language arts
(CST-ELA) score of 325 or higher (mid-basic).2 The district has two additional
criteria for reclassification, teacher approval and in middle and high school
a grade point average (GPA) threshold, but we do not examine those criteria
in the article. We do not have data to adequately analyze either GPA or
teacher approval, although our interview data suggest that only rarely
does either criterion prevent students from being reclassified.

The CELDT is taken annually in the fall, beginning in kindergarten, and the
CST-ELA is taken annually in the spring, beginning in second grade. Hence, stu-
dents are eligible for reclassification twice yearly, first, when CELDT scores
come in and again when CST scores come in. The first point at which a student
is eligible for reclassification is in the fall of third grade, when the spring of
second-grade CST results become available. Students need to pass all criteria
in adjacent sittings in order to be reclassified. For instance, if a student passes
the CELDT in fall of fifth grade he or she must pass the CST in either spring
of fourth grade or spring of fifth grade in order to be eligible for reclassification.

Both the CELDT and the CST change across grades. There is a separate
CST test in every grade, meaning the academic proficiency criteria for reclas-
sification increases in each grade. There are separate versions of the CELDT
for Grades K–2, 3–5, 6–8, and 9–12.

Data and Methods

Data

For this study we use school district administrative data for a 12-year
period spanning from fall 2000 to spring 2012. We include in the sample
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nine cohorts of Latino EL students who entered the district in kindergarten
between fall 2000 and spring 2009 and who were enrolled in one of the dis-
trict’s four EL programs. We include only kindergarten entrants because
these students are much more likely to get a robust dosage of their language
program. We do not include incoming kindergartners entering the district
after the 2008–2009 cohort because these students do not reach third grade,
the first point at which they can be reclassified, by spring 2012 when our
data end. In total, 5,423 students meet these criteria. The first cohort, the
2000–2001 cohort, completed 11th grade at the end of our data while the
last cohort, the 2008–2009 cohort, completed the 3rd grade.

Table 1 shows descriptive statistics on the analytic sample for the full
group and by initial EL program. There are significant differences in the
background characteristics of students in the different programs. In particu-
lar, students who enroll in the bilingual programs are more likely to be first-
generation students who speak Spanish at home, have lower levels of
English proficiency, and come from economically disadvantaged families
(as measured by eligibility for free or reduced price lunch). Many of these
factors are linked to slower reclassification in prior literature, suggesting
that there are important selection issues that we will need to take into
account in our analysis.

Table 2 shows the proportion of students entering each of the linguistic
instructional programs by academic entry year. The English immersion pro-
gram has the highest initial entry among Latino EL kindergarten enrollees
with 38% of the sample. Over time enrollment in dual immersion and
English immersion has grown, enrollment in transitional bilingual has
remained relatively constant, and enrollment in maintenance bilingual has
declined sharply.

The outcome variables in the analysis are, in the first order, reclassifica-
tion, and secondarily, each criterion for reclassification including CELDT
overall and component scores and CST-ELA score. Using these, we can ana-
lyze how instructional program predicts both reclassification patterns as well
as criteria passage patterns.

Methods

We model the association between instructional programs and the tim-
ing of reclassification (and the timing of meeting the various individual cri-
teria for reclassification) using discrete-time event history analysis (Reardon,
Brennan, & Buka, 2002; Singer & Willett, 2003). We denote the hazard of
reclassification for student i in semester t (the probability that student i is
reclassified in semester t, conditional on his or her not having yet been
reclassified) as hit. The discrete-time hazard model expresses the logit of
hit as a function of semester (indicated by the dummy variables S1

it to SK
it )

and additional variables, including program type (denoted by a vector Pi
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of dummy variables) and student and school covariates measured in the year
a student entered kindergarten (the vectors Xi and Wis, respectively):

logitðhitÞ5
XK

k5 1

akS
k
it 1PiBP 1XiBX 1WisBW 1 ðPi � T itÞG 1 Dy 1 Ls ð1Þ

where Tit is a continuous time measure (measuring the number of semesters
elapsed from fall of third grade), Dy is a set of kindergarten entry year fixed
effects, and Ls is a set of school fixed effects. In this model, the ak ’s indicate
the baseline hazard rate—the log odds of reclassification in semester k for
a student with values of 0 on the other variables in the model. The coeffi-
cients of interest are the vectors BP and G, which describe the differences
in hazard rates between the programs, as a function of time. We include
terms interacting EL program type with time ðPi � TitÞ in order to test the
hypothesis that hazard of reclassification grows or narrows differently across
time in each program.

A concern with this method of modeling EL program is that it character-
izes students by the EL program they enroll in upon entry into the school
district rather than using all the information we have about what program
each student is in each year. In supplementary analyses (available on
request), we found that the overwhelming majority of students remain in
their initial EL program until that program ends by design or they are
reclassified.

Table 2

Proportion of Kindergarten Students Entering Each

Instructional Program, by Academic Year

Initial Instructional Program

Entry Year

Dual

Immersion

English

Immersion

Transitional

Bilingual

Maintenance

Bilingual

2000–2001 7.0 33.2 20.5 39.3

2001–2002 10.0 27.4 19.5 43.1

2002–2003 14.9 35.7 18.4 31.0

2003–2004 15.6 40.9 22.9 20.6

2004–2005 18.5 44.4 18.8 18.3

2005–2006 21.3 33.5 23.8 21.5

2006–2007 20.2 39.2 20.9 19.7

2007–2008 21.3 41.9 19.8 17.0

2008–2009 21.9 42.8 19.3 16.1

Total 17.1 38.0 20.4 24.5

Reclassification Patterns Among English Learners
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One of the main issues we want to account for is selection into instruc-
tional program. We do this by including a range of student and school back-
ground characteristics in the model, as well as cohort and (in our preferred
model) school fixed effects. The school fixed effects allow us to examine dif-
ferences in reclassification patterns within rather than between schools. This
allows us to control for one of the main selection issues: selection into dif-
ferent schools based on neighborhood of residence, parent information,
and so on. However, the results of the model with school fixed effects
only apply to schools where there is more than one linguistic instructional
program. The cohort fixed effects control for changes in reclassification pat-
terns over time.

The additional control variables attempt to account for remaining selec-
tion issues between programs within schools. Student background controls
include various measures of student English proficiency upon entry into kin-
dergarten, student free/reduced price lunch eligibility, home language,
country of origin, and other factors. School-level controls include the demo-
graphic composition of the school and the proportion of the school that is
EL. In addition, we conduct a sensitivity analysis in which we control for
parents’ listed choices for school and linguistic instructional program.

Although we attempt to control for as much variation in student selec-
tion into pathways as we can, our results should not be interpreted as robust
causal estimates. Instead, they should be interpreted as a first attempt at
establishing different patterns in reclassification by language of instruction
in the school district examined. Future research using other quasi-
experimental or experimental designs is necessary, as is research looking
at other geographic areas and student populations.

Results

Reclassification

As other studies have shown, it takes students many years to be reclassi-
fied as a mainstream fluent English student. Figure 1A describes the uncondi-
tional probability that a not yet reclassified Latino EL student will be reclassi-
fied in each grade level; Figure 1B shows the cumulative proportion of Latino
EL students reclassified by grade level. These are based on unconditional
descriptive models that include no covariates; they reflect the average
observed patterns in the district among the cohorts we include in the models.

Figure 1A illustrates that Latino ELs are most likely to be reclassified at or
toward the end of each schooling cycle: 5th grade, 8th grade, and 11th
grade. The 5th grade peak is the highest. The 11th grade peak should be
interpreted with caution given that only one cohort of students in our sample
is present in 11th grade. Cumulatively, 38% of Latino EL kindergarten
entrants are reclassified by the end of elementary school, 6 years after

Umansky, Reardon
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entering the school district. A common definition of a long-term English lear-
ner—a variant of which is used as the official definition in the state of
California—is a student who is classified as an EL for over six years (Lara,
2011). Over 60% of Latino English learners in this school district become
long-term English learners.

Once in middle school, reclassification slows but does not stop. In this dis-
trict, 62% of Latino ELs have been reclassified by the end of middle school (8th
grade), and 75% of Latino ELs have been reclassified by the end of 11th grade.

We estimate that the median time to reclassification for Latino kindergar-
ten entrant EL students is 8 years (meaning that 50% are reclassified by sev-
enth grade). This is somewhat longer than Warren’s (2004) estimate of 6.4
years, and Thompson’s (2012) estimate of between 5 and 6 years, both of
which are based on samples comprised of predominantly, but not exclu-
sively, Spanish-speaking students.

Two other points are worth noting regarding these baseline analyses.
First, one in four Latino ELs is not reclassified by the end of 11th grade.
While our longitudinal data do not allow us to examine the 12th grade, these
patterns suggest that close to 25% of Latino ELs who remain in school
through the 12th grade are never reclassified. This is in addition to students
who drop out prior to reclassification. Second, our analysis shows very
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Figure 1. Unconditional likelihood of reclassification (A) and cumulative reclassi-

fication (B), by grade.
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uneven reclassification rates across grade. The reclassification rate in 5th
grade is double that of the 3rd or 4th grades, for example.

Table 3 presents the estimates from the hazard models that analyze reclas-
sification rates by linguistic instructional program. In each model, the refer-
ence category is English immersion. The point estimates for the program
dummy variables indicate the difference in the estimated log odds of reclassi-
fication in a given program, compared to English immersion, in the first
semester of third grade (the first time a student can be eligible for reclassifica-
tion). The interaction terms of each program with the continuous variable time
can be interpreted as the average change in the likelihood of reclassification
each semester in a given program compared to English immersion.
Throughout the table we see a pattern in which two-language programs
have lower log odds of reclassification compared to English immersion ini-
tially (negative point estimates on the dummy variables) but higher log
odds of reclassification over time (positive point estimates on the interaction
terms). Model 4 is our preferred model; it includes cohort and school fixed
effects and controls for student and school characteristics. Although the sam-
ple in that model is restricted to schools with more than one linguistic pro-
gram, regression results are very consistent with the other three models.

Table 3

Coefficient Estimates, Reclassification Discrete Time Hazard Models

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Dual immersion –0.53** –0.50** –0.58*** –0.46***

(0.17) (0.17) (0.17) (0.14)

Transitional bilingual –0.31~ –0.10 –0.16 –0.19~

(0.17) (0.17) (0.16) (0.12)

Maintenance bilingual –0.64*** –0.32* –0.37** –0.30**

(0.14) (0.15) (0.13) (0.11)

Dual Immersion 3 Time 0.08*** 0.08*** 0.08*** 0.08***

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Transitional Bilingual 3 Time 0.05~ 0.04 0.04 0.03

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02)

Maintenance Bilingual 3 Time 0.08*** 0.07*** 0.07*** 0.05**

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Student and cohort controls X X X

Initial school controls X X

Initial school fixed effects X

Log likelihood –7,839 –7,625 –7,593 –7,497

N (students) 5,423 5,423 5,423 5,423

N (student-semester observations) 32,103 32,103 32,103 32,103

~p , .10; *p , .05; **p , .01; ***p , .001.
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Because the point estimates from a logit hazard model are log odds they do
not lend themselves to easy interpretation without visual accompaniment.
Figure 2 shows Model 4 results, reporting the estimated cumulative proportion
of reclassified students by grade and initial instructional program. More students
are reclassified in the early years in English immersion, but as students reach
middle school, reclassification in the two-language programs catches up with
and (in maintenance bilingual and dual immersion) surpasses that of English
immersion. The differences are relatively modest in magnitude; cumulative
reclassification rates are about 7 percentage points higher in maintenance bilin-
gual and dual immersion than in English immersion in the 11th grade.

As noted in the previous data section, English immersion students have
characteristics that are linked to higher reclassification rates in our analysis
and prior literature. Because of this we would expect the direction of any
bias in our results to favor students in the English immersion program.
This suggests that the higher cumulative reclassification that we observe in
the medium to long term in two-language programs may, if anything, under-
estimate the differences between the programs.

Barriers to Reclassification

As described earlier, there are six main criteria for reclassification. Five of
the criteria come from the CELDT test: the four subtests for reading, writing,
speaking, and listening and the overall CELDT score. The sixth criterion is
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the academic measure of English language arts ability (the CST-ELA test).
Figure 3 plots the cumulative proportion of students meeting each of the cri-
teria by grade level, based on a baseline hazard model with no controls; that
is, it simply reflects the estimated proportions of students who have met each
criterion at least once by the end of each semester. Some lines represent
more than one criterion, for example, the ‘‘All CELDT Criteria
Simultaneously’’ line. The ‘‘All Criteria Simultaneously’’ line in the figure rep-
resents the proportion of students who have met all six main reclassification
criteria in adjacent sittings by a given semester and are therefore eligible for
reclassification.

Prior research suggests that listening and speaking skills advance more
quickly than reading and writing skills (Collier & Thomas, 1989; Hakuta et
al., 2000). Our results support these findings. We find that roughly 90% of
Latino EL students reach proficiency in English speaking and listening by
the end of second grade, while it takes until the fifth or sixth grade for the
same to be true of English reading and writing.

Recall that the reclassification criterion for each subscale on the CELDT
is to reach Level 3 (intermediate) while the overall CELDT score criterion is
to reach at least Level 4 (early advanced). This explains why the ‘‘Total
CELDT’’ passage line in the graph is much lower than the individual subtests.
Fewer than 70% of Latino ELs have reached all CELDT criteria simultaneously
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by the end of fifth grade, at which point the pace at which new students
reach the threshold slows.

Comparing the CELDT English proficiency criteria with the CST-ELA aca-
demic criterion for reclassification, we find that at every grade level through
the fifth grade English proficiency is a larger barrier for students than is the aca-
demic English language arts academic criterion. Beginning in the sixth grade,
the academic criterion becomes a larger barrier to reclassification than English
proficiency, although by a relatively small margin. This pattern is also found
in other studies (Parrish et al., 2002; Robinson, 2011; Thompson, 2012).

The largest hurdle is passing all criteria in adjacent sittings. A student
may pass the reading test in one year but not the writing test or may pass
all the English proficiency criteria but not pass the academic criterion.
Furthermore, if a student passes all criteria but is not reclassified due to
administrative reasons (e.g., not getting all the required signatures on
a reclassification form), that student must pass all the criteria again in the
next sittings in order to be eligible for reclassification again. Figure 3 shows
that just under 50% of Latino ELs meet all criteria in adjacent sittings at least
once by the end of fifth grade and that after fifth grade, the likelihood of new
students meeting this benchmark declines.

Before moving on to look at barriers to reclassification by linguistic pro-
gram, we first compare reclassification eligibility to the likelihood of being
reclassified. In this analysis, we consider a student to be eligible for reclassi-
fication the semester after he or she has cleared all reclassification hurdles in
adjacent sittings. This represents the first semester in which we would expect
to observe that student reclassified in our data. Figure 4A displays the likeli-
hood of being reclassified and the likelihood of becoming eligible for reclas-
sification in each semester. Figure 4B displays these data cumulatively. One
feature stands out. In the early grades more students are eligible for reclas-
sification than are reclassified. But this trend reverses over time. In middle
and high school students are more likely to be reclassified than to be reclas-
sification eligible. So while we find that 38% of students are reclassified by
the end of 5th grade, nearly half have been eligible. In 11th grade, by con-
trast, fewer than 70% of students have been reclassification eligible, but three
quarters of students have been reclassified.

As previously described, we determined that reclassification patterns are
meaningfully different between English immersion and two-language
instructional programs. Analyzing patterns in how students in each program
progress toward each criterion for reclassification can shed light on those dif-
ferences in reclassification outcomes.

Table 4 reports results from our preferred model using reclassification cri-
teria as outcome variables. The first column reports results for the five com-
bined English proficiency criteria, and Figure 5 uses these results to plot the
cumulative proportion of students we estimate reach the five English profi-
ciency reclassification criteria by grade and instructional program.
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In elementary school, larger proportions of English immersion students
reach English proficiency compared to two-language program students. The
English immersion advantage is large and relatively persistent across ele-
mentary grades. But, as with reclassification rates, that early advantage dis-
appears over time. Both bilingual programs surpass English immersion in
cumulative proportion of English proficient students toward the end of mid-
dle school. Dual immersion students catch up to English immersion students
in high school. The same overall pattern is true when separately examining
the speaking, listening, reading, and writing components of the CELDT
(results available on request).

The second column of Table 4 and Figure 6 present the same analysis for
the academic English language arts (CST-ELA) criterion for reclassification.
The findings here are generally the same, albeit with a more modest
English immersion advantage in elementary school and with a larger two-
language advantage in middle and high school (with the exception of the
transitional bilingual program). The crossover also happens earlier for this
academic outcome, with dual immersion students outperforming English
immersion students by the fifth grade and maintenance bilingual students
outperforming English immersion students in the sixth grade. Dual
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immersion students, in particular, show a clear and large advantage over
English immersion students throughout middle and high school.

Figure 7 and the last column of Table 4 show the cumulative proportion
of students meeting all reclassification criteria by grade and instructional pro-
gram. This represents full eligibility for reclassification. Here, again, we see
the consistent pattern of gaps between programs reversing in direction over
time. What accounts for the gap reversal is that English immersion students
reach a virtual plateau as they enter middle school, while students in the
two-language programs—especially the dual immersion and maintenance
programs—continue progressing once they enter middle school. The dual
immersion program, in particular, has thirteen percentage points more

Table 4

Coefficient Estimates, Reclassification Criteria Passage

Discrete Time Hazard Models

CELDT Criteriaa CST Criterionb All Criteriab

Dual immersion –0.70*** –0.46*** –0.87***

(0.12) (0.11) (0.15)

Transitional bilingual –0.79*** –0.14 –0.45***

(0.12) (0.09) (0.12)

Maintenance bilingual –1.07*** –0.43*** –1.08***

(0.11) (0.08) (0.13)

Dual Immersion 3 Time 0.07*** 0.18*** 0.17***

(0.02) (0.02) (0.03)

Transitional Bilingual 3 Time 0.09*** 0.04~ 0.08***

(0.01) (0.02) (0.02)

Maintenance Bilingual 3 Time 0.12*** 0.13*** 0.17***

(0.01) (0.02) (0.02)

Student and cohort controls X X X

Initial school controls X X X

Initial school fixed effects X X X

Log likelihood –8,376 –7,113 –7,044

N (students) 7,870 6,366 6,325

N (student-period observations) 25,544 13,536 35,317

Note. CELDT = California English Language Development Test; CST = California Standards
Test.
aPoint estimates for the program dummy variables for the CELDT analysis indicate the dif-
ference in log odds of reclassification for each program, compared to English immersion,
in the fall of kindergarten, the first time students take the CELDT.
bPoint estimates for the program dummy variables for the CST and ‘All Criteria’ analyses
indicate the difference in log odds of reclassification for each program, compared to
English immersion, in the spring of 2nd grade, the first time students take the CST and
can become eligible for reclassification.
~p , .10; *p , .05; **p , .01; ***p , .001.
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English Language Development Test (CELDT) subtest criteria simultaneously,

by grade and initial linguistic instructional program.
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students reaching reclassification eligibility by the end of high school, com-
pared to English immersion students.

Sensitivity Analysis

As discussed earlier, one concern in a study like this is differential selec-
tion into the various instructional programs. In the main analysis we attempt
to limit or remove selection bias through student and school controls and
school and cohort fixed effects. As a check on our main results we conduct
a sensitivity analysis using data on parents’ choices for school and program
for their children (recall that in this district parents can rank order their
school and program choices).

In this model we include fixed effects for parents’ first choice for school
and linguistic instructional program. In doing so, we compare outcomes
among students whose parents selected the same school and program but
who, due to the student assignment and the lottery system, were assigned
to different programs. We do not include these fixed effects in our main anal-
ysis because we have parental choice data for only five of our nine cohorts
of ELs.

The results (available on request) support the findings in our main anal-
ysis: English immersion students show an early advantage in all outcomes
while students in two-language programs catch up and in some instances
surpass their peers in all English environments in later grades. The results
differ from results in our main analysis in two notable ways. First, results
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controlling for parental preferences tend to show a two-language advantage
earlier than in our main analysis. For example, controlling for parental pref-
erence, Latino EL students in transitional bilingual reach their English immer-
sion peers’ cumulative reclassification rates in 4th grade, as compared to
around 10th grade in the main analysis.

Second, while the results of our main analysis show that long-term
reclassification rates are highest in the dual immersion and maintenance
bilingual programs, the estimates from the models including parental
choices indicate that reclassification rates are highest among students
enrolled in the transitional bilingual program. Students in the maintenance
bilingual program have the highest cumulative rates of CST and CELDT cri-
teria passage. These differences across analyses in relative program out-
comes are not large, but they do suggest that our primary results do not fully
control for differences among students who enroll in the four programs.
Nonetheless, all of the models indicate that EL students in the two-language
programs generally catch up, or surpass, their peers in the English immer-
sion program by middle school.

Discussion

The conclusions of this article build on those of prior work on reclassi-
fication (Conger, 2009; Hakuta et al., 2000; Parrish et al., 2006; Thompson,
2012; Warren, 2004), language of instruction (August & Shanahan, 2006;
Genesee, 2006; Goldenberg & Coleman, 2010), and the educational experi-
ences of Latino students (Gándara & Contreras, 2009; C. Lee, 2006). Our
results reflect Latino ELs in one large urban district and we caution that
results may differ for other populations and in other districts or states.

Timing and Rates of Reclassification

Our study confirms prior research findings that it takes most EL students
many years to become proficient in English and to be reclassified into main-
stream status in school. Specifically, we find that in this district it takes eight
years in school for 50% of Latino ELs to be reclassified into mainstream sta-
tus. A full 60% of Latino ELs become long-term ELs and roughly a quarter are
never reclassified.

Expectations that students can be appropriately reclassified after a year
or two of EL services, such as Arizona’s model of one year of intensive ELD,
appear to be extremely unrealistic (Gándara & Orfield, 2010). Even in an all-
English environment, in a program designed to promote rapid acquisition of
English, we find that only about 40% of students are reclassified by the end
of fifth grade and 45% have not been reclassified as they enter high school.

For students in all instructional programs, English or two-language,
reclassification slows in middle school. This is likely for a number of reasons.
Chief among them are that students with the highest levels of English
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proficiency and academic skills are most likely to be reclassified in the early
grades, leaving a population of EL students with lower levels of English pro-
ficiency and academic skills over time (Hopkins, Thompson, Linquanti,
Hakuta, & August, 2013; Saunders & Marcelletti, 2012). Another reason
that reclassification rates may slow beginning in middle school is increased
EL tracking practices. Recent studies suggest that EL students are dispropor-
tionately placed into low-level academic classes once they reach middle and
high school (Callahan, 2005; Callahan, Wilkinson, & Muller, 2008, 2010;
Kanno & Kangas, 2014). If students are not exposed to academic rigor
they may fail to meet the academic reclassification criterion. Indeed, we
see that the academic criterion becomes the largest barrier to reclassification
once students enter middle school. Likewise, if ELs are isolated in classes
with few native English speakers and low-level academic English they
may fail to meet English proficiency reclassification criteria.

Our findings also suggest that reclassification tends to happen in predictable
moments—namely, the end of each schooling cycle (5th, 8th, and 11th grades)
and that reclassification patterns often do not parallel reclassification eligibility
patterns. Higher reclassification in 5th grade corresponds to higher reclassifica-
tion eligibility in that grade, but the same is not true in 8th or 11th grade.
Because we do not see parallel ‘‘peaks’’ in the likelihood of students becoming
reclassification eligible and the likelihood of being reclassified, it suggests that
factors other than reclassification criteria may come into play in reclassification
decisions. For example, the reclassification peak in 8th grade may reflect
a push on the part of teachers or administrators to reclassify students prior to
entering high school. Another factor may be program design. In the dual immer-
sion and maintenance bilingual programs teachers may have little incentive to
reclassify EL students prior to the 5th grade given that students remain in the pro-
gram through 5th grade regardless of their reclassification status.

Reclassification and Linguistic Instructional Program

Many factors impacting timing to reclassification and English proficiency
are not under the control of schools and teachers. Other factors, however,
are. One of those factors is the type of linguistic instructional environment
EL students are exposed to. We find that reclassification patterns differ mean-
ingfully between English immersion and two-language programs with the
pattern that English immersion students have more favorable outcomes in
elementary grades while students in two-language programs catch up and
surpass their English immersion peers in middle school. This pattern holds
not only when looking at reclassification as an outcome, but also when
examining academic ELA achievement and English reading, writing, speak-
ing, and listening proficiency. Indeed, the apparent benefits of the two-
language programs on academic ELA achievement and English proficiency
are larger than on reclassification.

Reclassification Patterns Among English Learners

25
 at Stanford University Libraries on June 9, 2016http://aerj.aera.netDownloaded from 

http://aerj.aera.net


These findings of a medium- to long-term academic and linguistic
advantage for students in two-language programs potentially contribute to
a large body of research on the broad benefits of bilingualism, ranging
from neurological to economic advantages (Bialystok, 2011; Callahan &
Gándara, 2014; Craik, Bialystok, & Freedman, 2010; de Abreu, Cruz-
Santos, Tourinho, Martin, & Bialystok, 2012; Kovács & Mehler, 2009). Our
study was unable to measure bilingualism due to a lack of data on student
Spanish ability. For this reason we do not know if our results are due to bilin-
gualism per se or are due to another factor or factors including increased
accessibility to core content, more welcoming and engaged learning envi-
ronments, or some other benefit of the two-language programs in this
district.

Our results are consistent with prior reclassification literature that finds
an English immersion advantage in the early grades (Conger, 2010;
Thompson, 2012). This study adds to existing knowledge by showing that
the English immersion advantage for this population disappears and reverses
by the time students are in high school. Moreover, the results from our sen-
sitivity analysis using parental preference data suggest that the two-language
advantage may appear even earlier—in late elementary or middle school.
We also show that important differences exist between different types of
two-language instruction in this population, differences that can be hidden
when grouping all two-language programs together and when looking
only at reclassification as an outcome rather than also examining progress
toward reclassification requirements.

Importantly, our analysis suggests that at least in this district, Latino EL
students sort into instructional programs in ways that bias simple estimates
of the programs’ differential effects. Descriptive statistics on students in
the four programs show that students in the two-language programs have
characteristics that are associated with lower reclassification and related out-
comes. While we are able to control for some of these differences, the results
from our sensitivity analysis using parental choice data suggest that mean-
ingful differences in student sorting remain in our initial models.

Across both the main analysis and the sensitivity analysis, however, we
consistently find that students in the maintenance bilingual program are the
most likely to reach English proficiency thresholds. These students are also
among the most likely to be reclassified, to reach the academic ELA threshold,
and to become eligible for reclassification.

Our findings support theory and research on second language acquisi-
tion and bilingual instruction. Transfer theory and underlying proficiency
theory both suggest that acquiring a solid foundation in one’s native lan-
guage supports one’s ability to acquire proficiency in a second language
(Cummins, 1991; Goldenberg & Coleman, 2010). Studies have found a trans-
fer effect of home language to English in areas including phonological
awareness (López & Greenfield, 2004), vocabulary (Ordóñez, Carlo, Snow,
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& McLaughlin, 2002), and reading (Paez & Rinaldi, 2006); research also sug-
gests that linguistic transfer may be particularly high between Spanish and
English due to their similar alphabet systems (Bialystok, Luk, & Kwan, 2005).

These theories may explain why we see sustained linguistic and aca-
demic growth among students in two-language programs and superior out-
comes in middle and high school compared to English immersion students.
They may also explain the inferior outcomes in two-language programs in
elementary grades. These programs focus on home-language instruction in
the early grades, perhaps delaying students’ English acquisition in those
years.

Furthermore, the fact that we observe less of an academic disadvantage
than a linguistic disadvantage among two-language students in elementary
may suggest that students in two-language programs benefit academically
from content instruction in the home language. Language arts content, as
well as other academic content, is likely to be more accessible to students
when provided in their native language.

Unlike two-language program students, Latino EL students in English
immersion in this district reach a virtual plateau when they enter middle
school. Two hypotheses may explain this phenomenon. First, English immer-
sion students may face difficulties in acquiring full English proficiency and
advancing academically without a strong base in their home language. A sec-
ond, and possibly complementary, hypothesis is that English immersion ELs in
middle and high school face more isolation, stigma, and detrimental tracking
than ELs in two-language programs. This may particularly apply to Latino ELs
in English immersion settings, as research has found that Latino immigrants
often face more acute stigma and hostile societal reception than some other
linguistic and ethnic immigrant groups (Portes & Rumbaut, 2006).

Barriers to Reclassification

Across linguistic programs, we find that the largest barrier to reclassifica-
tion in elementary school is English proficiency, as measured by the CELDT.
By middle school, however, the academic (CST) requirement for reclassifica-
tion becomes the biggest hurdle. This pattern has been found elsewhere
(Abedi, 2008; Robinson, 2011). Comparatively low CELDT threshold passage
in elementary school may reflect the difficult nature of acquiring a second
language and the amount of time it takes to master that language. On the
other hand, it may also reflect potential problems with the CELDT such as
overly high reclassification cut-points or a lack of correspondence between
what the test measures and what it should measure in order to predict stu-
dent readiness to exit EL status (Department of Education, 2011; Garcı́a
Bedolla & Rodriguez, 2011).

There are two likely explanations for why passage of the CST criterion
appears to get more difficult with grade level. First, students take a different
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CST test in every grade, and the tests become increasingly advanced with
each test. Second, the CST may become comparatively more difficult over
time because EL students fall behind academically as they progress through
school either due to extensive time devoted to language instruction (Valdés,
1998; Valenzuela, 1999) or a lack of access to rigorous content instruction
(Callahan, 2005; Dabach, 2009; Kanno & Kangas, 2014).

A related finding is that there is a sizable discrepancy between the cumu-
lative proportion of Latino EL students who are eligible for reclassification
and those that are actually reclassified. Comparing these two figures over
time we find that more students are eligible than are reclassified in the elemen-
tary years and more students are reclassified than are eligible in the high school
years. This pattern has been noted before and deserves future research (Abedi,
2008). In our sample, 50% of Latino EL students have reached the CST and
CELDT reclassification criteria in adjacent sittings by the end of fifth grade;
only 38% of Latino EL students have been reclassified by then, however.
Eligible students may not be reclassified because (a) teachers decide to hold
them back because they don’t think they are ready for general education clas-
ses, (b) there is a monetary incentive to not reclassify students since EL students
receive additional funds, (c) there is administrative slippage in which the appro-
priate steps are not completed for student reclassification, and/or (d) there is
little motivation to reclassify students in elementary school because only rarely
does it result in changes in classroom or instructional placement.

This finding has potentially serious policy implications given prior
research suggesting that carrying the EL classification, particularly among stu-
dents with relatively high English language and academic skills, can be detri-
mental to students’ access to courses and academic outcomes (Callahan et al.,
2008; Callahan, Wilkinson, Muller, & Frisco, 2009; Umansky, 2014).

Conclusion

While timing to reclassification is certainly a reflection of the quality of
an EL student’s educational experience, we find that it also likely stems from
the type of instructional program a student is exposed to. Two-language pro-
grams, particularly those that focus on home language acquisition in the
early grades, may result in longer durations of EL status prior to reclassifica-
tion. But this study further shows that remaining an EL longer is not associ-
ated with inferior outcomes in the long term. We find that EL students in two-
language programs—transitional bilingual, maintenance bilingual, and dual
immersion—have a higher long-term likelihood of becoming proficient in
English, meeting an academic ELA threshold, and being reclassified. In
fact, reclassification outcomes between programs understates the long-
term two-language program advantage. EL students in two-language pro-
grams have a larger advantage both in terms of academic outcomes and
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reclassification eligibility than is evident when looking only at the proportion
of students reclassified in each program.

This finding has significant implications. First, it underscores the impor-
tance of examining the efficacy of two-language instruction using longitudinal
methods. Many important educational outcomes—both linguistic and aca-
demic—may show very different patterns when looking at the short versus
the long term. Current federal accountability systems including Annual
Measureable Achievement Objectives (AMAOs) under Title III regulations
may bias toward more favorable results in English immersion over two-
language instructional programs despite evidence that two-language class-
rooms produce more beneficial results for more students in the longer term.

Furthermore, rather than one set of goals for all instructional models, it
may make sense to have differentiated benchmarks based on language of
instruction and theories of development. For example, goals for English
immersion programs might be stable annual growth in English proficiency
and academic outcomes across grades while goals for bilingual and dual
immersion programs would have slower English proficiency growth levels
in early grades and more rapid acceleration in later grades. Measures of
home language proficiency and academic outcome measures in the home
language would also be ideal, especially in the early grades and depending
on the unique theories behind different two-language instructional models.

A second important implication of this study relates to English learners’
academic opportunity to learn. Rather than prioritizing reclassification so
that students learning English can enter mainstream classes, EL status should
be designed such that it does not inhibit full access to rigorous content and
interaction with English-speaking peers. In practice, this would mean ensur-
ing that ELD classes do not prevent enrollment in other classes, that teachers
are properly prepared to teach ELs within mainstream classes, that English
language instruction is embedded in content area classes, that less concern
is placed on ELs solely based on how long they have been classified as such,
and that ELs can and do enroll in any and all classes (Bunch, 2013; Bunch,
Kibler, & Pimentel, 2012; Lara, 2011; Moschkovich, 2012; Olsen, 2010).

This study has significant limitations that we hope will be addressed in
future research. First, the study presents something of a ‘‘black box’’ view of
instructional programs. We do not know the specific pedagogical details or
mechanisms in the two-language instructional models that result in higher
eventual reclassification rates. Bilingual and two-language instruction can
vary widely in implementation (August & Shanahan, 2006), and future
research should disentangle what characteristics of two-language programs
are responsible for the patterns we observed. Second, although we controlled
for important student and school covariates and included cohort and school
fixed effects in order to tackle selection issues into different instructional pro-
grams, this study does not provide as strong a causal warrant as would a ran-
domized experiment or rigorous quasi-experimental design. Third, questions
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remain regarding barriers to reclassification. In particular, future research
should examine the role of teacher approval as a criterion for reclassification
and the relationship between reclassification eligibility and reclassification.
Finally, this study does not examine how reclassification impacts students.

In research and practice there is an implicit assumption that the more
quickly students are reclassified, the better the academic and linguistic out-
come. Faster reclassification, according to this underlying belief, implies
more effective instruction and better-served English learners. This study
shows that the speed with which students are reclassified is not necessarily
a good indicator of how well students progress linguistically or academi-
cally. The median amount of time a student in dual immersion takes to be
reclassified, for example, is a full semester more than that of an English
immersion student. But by the time a dual immersion student reaches the
ninth grade, he or she is over 10 percentage points more likely to meet
grade-level academic requirements than is the student in English immersion.
Moreover, his or her English proficiency level is higher as well.

Rather than focusing on rapid reclassification, the findings of this study
point policymakers and practitioners in an alternate direction: ensuring high-
quality instruction and full, rigorous access to the curriculum regardless of
language status. If exiting EL status is a de facto requirement for quality
instruction and access to content, then EL students will continue to struggle
in school with large achievement gaps between themselves and their non-EL
counterparts (Callahan, 2005; Fry, 2007; Gándara & Contreras, 2009; Kanno
& Kangas, 2014; Reardon & Galindo, 2009; Valdés, 1998). If, instead, EL stu-
dents are ensured quality instruction and full access to content, longer peri-
ods spent in the EL classification could actually result in higher linguistic and
academic outcomes by the end of high school.

Notes

The authors are grateful and indebted to the following individuals for their thoughtful
feedback and reflections: Kenji Hakuta, Claude Goldenberg, Martin Carnoy, Rachel
Valentino, Karen Thompson, Robert Linquanti, and Patrı́cia Gándara. In addition, we
extend deep thanks to several individuals at the school district examined in this article.
We will refrain for mentioning them by name in order to protect district anonymity, but
these individuals provided invaluable insights into data features, program characteristics,
and interpretation of findings. Any remaining errors are solely those of the authors. This
study was funded in part through two grants from the Institute of Education Sciences,
award numbers R305B090016 and R305A110670. The views expressed in this article are
those of the authors and do not necessarily represent the opinions and positions of the
Institute of Education Sciences or the U.S. Department of Education.

1In this article we use the term two-language to refer to bilingual programs that teach
English learners (ELs) in both their home language and in English and dual immersion
programs that teach both native English speakers and English learners in the same class-
rooms using instruction in English and the EL student’s home language.

2The California English Language Development Test (CELDT) measures California’s
English language development standards, which are organized around the concepts of
(a) interacting in meaningful ways, (b) learning about how English works, and (c) using
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foundational literacy skills. The California Standards Test in English language arts (CST-
ELA), by contrast, is a test of California’s English language arts standards, including aspects
such as literary response and analysis, reading comprehension, writing strategies, and
genres.
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